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EDITORIAL
The impact of the doctorate
Christine Halsea∗ and Susan Mowbrayb
aSchool of Education, Deakin University, Melbourne, Australia; bCentre for Educational
Research, University of Western Sydney, Australia
Introduction
The purpose of this special issue of Studies in Higher Education is to stimulate more
nuanced thinking about the impact, effects and contributions of the doctorate in a
context of rapid and diverse changes in the policies, processes and products of doctoral
education around the world. Doctoral research plays a ‘crucial role in driving inno-
vation and growth’ of nation states, and is a significant contributor to national and inter-
national knowledge generation and research outputs (Smith 2010, 4) but there is a
striking absence of systematic research into the multidimensional impact of the docto-
rate. Underlining this point in relation to the impact of PhD graduates in the UK,
Raddon and Sung (2009) note the lack of any:
really clear and systematic picture of the hopes, expectations, choices, opportunities, out-
comes and impact of doctoral graduates [or] studies of the career choices, opportunities,
challenges and longer term impact of postgraduates – and doctorates in particular [and
that] no one study, or even group of studies, can tell us succinctly what the impact of
PhD graduates is, be this in social, cultural or economic terms. (1–2, 30)
Through its concern with doctoral impact, this special issue attends to the growing
preoccupation in higher education policy with the performance, outcomes and returns
on public investment in research. Around the world, government and private organis-
ations are investing considerable time, energy and resources into identifying and track-
ing the social and economic contributions and impact of research and the doctorate. The
primary argument underpinning this special issue is that current approaches to concep-
tualising the impact of the doctorate are limited and limiting.
Contributing to the broader theoretical agenda of how we might extend current concep-
tualisations of the impact of the doctorate requires clarification of two important matters.
The first is the object of impact. A diverse range of individuals, institutions and organis-
ations are invested in and affected by the various processes and products of the doctorate.
Doctoral graduates are but one part of this larger group. This special issue, therefore, seeks
to broaden the object of impact by considering some of the stakeholders who are often neg-
lected in discussions about doctoral impact, such as students, doctoral supervisors (known
as advisors in some countries), universities and industry partners.
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Broadening the object of impact raises a second question: how might impact be
defined within this extended frame? Impact is often conceptualised as the outcomes,
benefits and returns that include, but are not limited to, economic returns. In this
issue we extend the operational definition of impact to include its more conventional
meaning: an effect that is a consequence or result of a particular process, event,
action or phenomenon. Thus, contributors to this issue consider the impact of the doc-
torate in relation to the following questions: What are the benefits and effects of the
doctorate? On whom? In what ways? What are the theoretical and practical implications
of these insights? In addressing these questions, contributors take up the provocative
challenge of thinking anew about the impact of the doctorate from a more critical
frame that conceptualises the doctorate as both a process and a product, and that
attends to the diversity of individuals, organisations and institutions participating in
various phases of the doctorate.
The question of doctoral impact is particularly pressing given the growing push in
many countries to monitor and measure the impact of publicly funded research and doc-
toral education. However, the impacts of the doctorate are not straightforward in an era
of rapid, global transformations in the profile of doctoral students and programmes,
aspirations and career paths of graduates, and diverse institutional, social, economic,
political and policy contexts.
Some of these issues are surveyed in this introductory article to illuminate the
contextual complexities of the doctorate and to set the scene for the articles that
follow. The current article comprises four components:
. ‘Why is the question of impact important at this particular historical moment?’
provides an overview of recent directions in policy thinking about research
impact.
. ‘Some challenges in theorising doctoral impact in the twenty-first century’
discusses the changes to the doctorate around the world during recent decades
to illustrate some of the challenges of theorising doctoral impact in a rapidly
changing field of academic endeavour.
. ‘(Re)theorising the impact of the doctorate’ examines some of the trends and
implications of current constructions and categories of doctoral impact.
. ‘Future directions’ provides an overview of the contributions to this special issue,
and the challenges they pose in thinking about the impact of the doctorate.
Why is the question of impact important at this particular historical moment?
Over the last decade, the quality and impact of publicly funded research – what it
means, what gains it brings, and how these might be monitored, measured and
morphed into funding regimes – has become a major policy agenda for governments,
research funding bodies and universities. This trend is evident within individual
countries, such as Japan, the USA, Australia, the Netherlands, Canada and Sweden,
in geopolitical regions like the European Union (EU), and in the work of supranational
agencies such as the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD), the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation
(UNESCO) and the World Bank (OECD 2008; UNESCO 2009; World Bank 2002).
The intensification of accountability regimes for research quality and impact has
had intellectual, structural and operational effects. These regimes have permeated the
management and funding of research and doctoral programmes; stimulated changes
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in policies, procedures and practices, including the criteria for academic appointments,
promotions and workloads; spawned new administrative regimes and organisations for
assessing research quality and impact; provided fodder for the media and league tables;
intensified competition within and between universities and research institutes; and
encouraged the promotion or demise of particular research areas, one of the most con-
troversial being the closure of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at
Birmingham University, reportedly after a poor score in the UK’s 2002 Research
Assessment Exercise (RAE).
The argument for attending to research impact is that the aim of publicly funded
research is to produce high-quality advances in knowledge that lead to genuine benefits
for individuals, communities and nations. Thus, Research Councils UK argues that the
purpose of research impact assessment is to ‘accelerate the two-way flow of people and
ideas between the research environment and wider economy [and] to contribute to
national prosperity and thereby the quality of life of citizens and the cultural enrichment
of society’ (Research Councils UK n.d.).
Such idealistic goals are often tempered by economic imperatives and the intensified
pressure on governments, research councils and international agencies to maximise the
returns (impacts) from research funding. For example, the Warry Report (2006) chal-
lenged Research Councils UK to demonstrate the impact from their investments in
research. In 2008, the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE)
announced that the Research Excellence Framework (REF) would replace the RAE,
and include an assessment of research impact that could attract up to 25% of the
funding distributed following the REF. Similarly, in response to concerns about the
impact of science research initiatives funded under the USA’s 2009 stimulus package,
a multi-agency project known by the acronym Star Metrics (Science and Technology
for America’s Reinvestment: Measuring the EffecT of Research on Innovation, Compe-
titiveness and Science) was launched to monitor and track the impact of scientific
research on employment, knowledge generation, economic activity and health.
One challenge that has taunted the field is how to define research impact. Across the
policy and academic literature, the term ‘impact’ is treated variously as a synonym for
research outputs and products (such as patents, publications and citations), return on
investment (such as inventions, innovations), and for the development of human
capital (expressed in terms of employment rates, increases in gross domestic product
[GDP] and taxation, etc.). The conflation of multiple definitions is evident in biblio-
metric analyses that align financial inputs (e.g. expenditure on research) with quality
indicators (e.g. citations) as evidence of knowledge transference and ‘bang for the
[research] buck’ (King 2004, 313).
While early thinking tended to conceptualise research impact largely in terms of
economic returns on research investments, more recent approaches have adopted a
broader definition. Research Councils UK, for example, has defined impact as ‘recog-
nising the diverse ways in which research can contribute to the UK economy, including
social, environmental, cultural, health and policy benefits as well as more obvious econ-
omic benefits’ (Research Councils UK 2007, 12). Similarly HEFCE and Star Metrics
have operationalised research impact as the benefits and returns that research brings
to the economy, environment, international and social arenas, public policy and
services, and to the quality of life, culture and health of individuals and communities.
While all definitions align research impact with knowledge transfer, identifying trans-
ference is not straightforward. Impact differs within and across different disciplines and
fields, it can be direct and/or indirect, and it can take considerable time to emerge and
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for its impact to be discernible, and different impacts are not necessarily commensurate
(see Warry Report 2006).
A second challenge has been to develop metrics that measure and monitor the
changes and benefits flowing from research, such as reductions in poverty, crime or
health problems, improvements in educational outcomes or life expectancy, and so
on. In 2005, the Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST) in Australia
commissioned the Allen Consulting Group to ‘produce a classification/typology of
the benefits and ways of systematically and cost effectively measuring each of the
benefits in the typology’ (Allen Consulting Group 2005, vi). Based on a national and
international review, the Allen Report concluded that the currently available metrics
failed to capture the complexity, multidimensionality and interrelationships between
research and research impact, and recommended urgent, detailed ‘investigation of
the processes by which research generates impacts’ across types and fields of research
(Allen Consulting Group 2005, viii). Research Councils UK (2007) has sought to
address this dilemma by using detailed case-study analyses to identify research
impact, arguing that ‘case study investigations probably offer the richest and most
developed evidence of impact [including impacts that] were not necessarily part of
the original rationale for the specific investment’ (5–6). There are limitations,
however, to case studies because they cannot document impact across the full gamut
of research projects supported by research funding bodies in ways that are readily
comparable for informing decisions about future research funding priorities.
The complexity of defining and documenting research impact has combined with
politics to stymie efforts to implement systematic, national assessments of research
impact. In Australia, the Labor government elected in 2007 abandoned the impact assess-
ment scheme advocated by the former Coalition government, replacing it with its own
research ‘quality’ assessment exercise – called Excellence in Research in Australia
(ERA) – consisting of a quantitative tally of citations and publications in ranked journals.
In July 2010, following a successful union campaign and a general election that produced
a change in government, the new UK Minister for Universities and Science announced a
12-month delay in the introduction of the REF, to allow for more consultation to assess
the efficacy of the proposed strategies for assessing research impact. In the USA, the Star
Metrics initiative has yet to resolve the problem of identifying the social impacts flowing
from scientific research and how these might be measured.
Some challenges in theorising doctoral impact in the twenty-first century
Despite this, the impact of publicly funded research is firmly on the agenda of national
and international organisations, but there are special challenges involved in considering
the impact of the doctorate. Rapid changes in the profile of doctoral students and gradu-
ates, and in the character and context of doctoral programmes have become a defining
feature of the doctorate, nationally and globally; and accurately describing the ‘state of
the doctorate’ around the world is constrained by wide variations in the sort of data col-
lected in different countries and time lags between data collection and the publication of
analyses. Despite these challenges, the evidence points to a dramatic global increase in
the number of doctoral enrolments and graduates. Illustrating this trend by geographic
region, the number of doctoral graduates in China increased from 18 to 188,000 in the
two decades since China awarded its first PhDs (Zhuang 2007). In South America,
Brazil awards approximately 10,000 doctoral and 30,000 master’s degrees annually –
a 300% increase in the last decade (Altbach, Reisberg, and Rumbley 2009, xvii). The
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EU-27 and the USA respectively produce around 100,000 and 53,000 doctoral graduates
each year and, between 2000 and 2005, for example, there was a respective increase of
5% and 3.3% in the number of doctoral graduates (Borrell-Damien 2009, 12).
The global expansion in doctoral graduates is likely to persist as governments invest
in increasing the pool of doctoral graduates needed to build globally competitive
knowledge economies. In Northern Ireland, for example, the Review of Postgraduate
Education Policy and Funding has recommended a twofold increase in the number
of PhDs to provide the doctoral talent needed to build a competitive, sustainable and
coherent research system of sufficient scale for world-class development (Department
for Employment and Learning 2009, 178). Similarly, China has invested heavily in
doctoral education in its elite universities ‘to move China’s innovation capacity to a
higher level and play a leading role in performing research activities that are of great
importance to national development and security as well as collaborating in inter-
national research efforts’ (Altbach, Reisberg, and Rumbley 2009, 144).
The increase in doctoral enrolments and graduates has been accompanied by a
diversification in doctoral awards. While the PhD remains the sole doctoral award in
Japan, China, the Netherlands, Mexico, Denmark, Germany, India and South Africa,
other countries have developed new doctoral degrees and structures. The USA, for
example, offers more than 24 different doctoral awards, and more than 30 different
doctoral awards are available in the UK. The new doctorates range from the PhD by
publication to taught, coursework doctorates and professional doctorates focusing on
workplace practice.
There is also considerable micro-level variation in the operationalisation of doctoral
degrees. As the EU ‘Bologna Seminar’ on Doctoral Programmes emphasised, regional
and national differences have led to ‘wide diversity of institutional types, national legal
frameworks, disciplines, academic and scientific cultures in which doctoral pro-
grammes develop and operate’ (Christensen 2005, n.p.). Although the Bologna
Process has sought to harmonise doctoral education in the EU, there are significant
global differences in academic and/or professional admission criteria, course struc-
tures, requirements for progression and the content and format of outputs and examin-
ation. This diversity has also involved new attendance patterns and progression
pathways, new modes and forms of instruction, and the conduct of research in new
configurations, partnerships and sites.
One consequence of the increase in doctoral enrolments and the diversity of
doctoral programmes has been a diversification of the profile of doctoral students.
Men still make up the majority of doctoral graduates, particularly in China,
Denmark, France, Japan and Mexico (Nerad and Heggelund 2008), but increasing
numbers of women are enrolling in and completing doctoral studies, and doing so at
a rate that exceeds the increase in male candidates (Brown and Watson 2010). In the
USA, for example, women comprised 44% of all doctoral graduates in 2000 and just
over 50.5% in 2008–9. This was a 5.5% increase in female doctoral graduates,
compared with a 2.1% increase in male graduates during the same period (Bell 2010).
Globally, there is also wide variation in the age of doctoral students because of
national differences in admission requirements, programme structures and the ways
that doctoral study is funded. In the UK, the majority of PhD students (62%) are 24
years of age or younger, but the average age is higher in other countries: 37 years of
age in Australia, 31 years in Thailand, and between 31 and 43 years of age in the
USA (Nerad and Heggelund 2008). Such variations are significant if age is presumed
to be a reliable proxy for the skills, work and life experiences that students bring to
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doctoral study and the commitments they juggle during candidature, such as children,
partners, mortgages and other financial responsibilities.
The increase in doctoral graduates and programmes has also impacted on the pur-
poses of the doctorate and graduates’ employment pathways. No longer is procuring an
academic position the sole reason for, or outcome of, doctoral study. In the UK, only
around 35% of PhD graduates are employed in a research role (Thomson and Walker
2010), and 50% of EU and 70% of USA doctoral graduates work outside of academe in
both research and non-research positions (Borrell-Damien 2009; Council of Graduate
Schools 2008).
As these indicators suggest, there is no typical doctoral student, graduate or doctoral
programme. Such diversity provides options and flexibility for doctoral students and
institutions. It also makes it more challenging for stakeholders to differentiate
between different programmes, doctoral degrees and candidates, providing a further
reason for clearly articulating a comprehensive, inclusive definition of the impacts
(benefits, effects and outcomes) of the doctorate.
(Re)theorising the impact of the doctorate
In an era when knowledge production is aligned with the socio-economic development
and power of nation states, the benefits and effects of the doctorate are attracting
increasing interest from a range of different stakeholder groups. A key priority for
governments, geopolitical organisations and supranational agencies is the role of doc-
toral education in developing the critical mass of skilled people needed by advanced
economies and knowledge societies (Ginerva House 2010; Kehm 2004; Research
Councils UK 2009). This goal is explicit in the principles for doctoral programmes
developed during the EU Bologna Seminar (Christensen 2005, n.p.):
(1) The core component of doctoral training is the advancement of knowledge
through original research. At the same time it is recognised that doctoral train-
ing must increasingly meet the needs of an employment market that is wider
than academia.
(2) Universities as institutions need to assume responsibility for ensuring that the doc-
toral programmes and research training they offer are designed to meet new chal-
lenges and include appropriate professional career development opportunities.
As the Leitch Review of Skills (2006) in the UK emphasised, doctoral graduates bring
high-level capacities to the development of business, industry and the nation.
PhDs can provide significant returns to organisations, individuals and to the economy as a
whole. These higher level skills are key drivers of innovation, entrepreneurship, manage-
ment, leadership and research and development. All of these are critical to a high-skills,
high-performance economy and increasingly in demand from high-performance, global
employers. (68)
A discussion paper for the Higher Education Academy (Park 2007) to inform national
debate on the doctorate in the UK noted that the impact of doctoral graduates is not
merely economic but extends to other domains:
for employers, doctoral graduates can offer skilled and creative human capital, and access
to innovative thinking and knowledge transfer . . . for the nation, the obvious benefits of an
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active community of scholars engaged in doctoral level research include enhanced crea-
tivity and innovation, and the development of a skilled workforce and of intellectual
capital and knowledge transfer, which drive the knowledge economy and are engines
of the growth of cultural capital. (8)
The desire to build advanced human capital, however, has deepened the disquiet in gov-
ernment and business circles with problems that have long haunted the doctorate: high
attrition rates, prolonged time-to-completion, the relevance of doctoral study to the real
world, and the extent to which doctoral graduates contribute to the workplace, knowl-
edge economies, and the social, cultural and economic development of nation states
(Halse 2007; Peters 2007; Roberts Review 2002; Servage 2009). As a result, there
have been widespread calls around the globe for a closer alignment between doctoral
programmes and the needs of industry (Department of Education, Science and Training
2003; Diamond 2006; Sadlak 2004) and, in some countries, for governments to
explicitly tie doctoral funding to priority areas of economic need (Department for
Employment and Learning 2009, 182).
A parallel move has been a ‘skills push’ to equip doctoral graduates with transfer-
able skills, capabilities and expertise that will meet the demands of contemporary and
future employment markets, and contribute to national economic development
(Mowbray and Halse 2010, 653). Scholars have noted the lack of agreement about
the sorts of skills a doctorate should develop and the problems with assuming that
skills acquired during the doctorate will transfer seamlessly to workplaces (e.g.
Gilbert et al. 2004; Mowbray and Halse 2010). They have also argued that a skills
focus ignores the multidimensional capacities students develop during the doctorate,
such as perseverance, resilience, innovation and creative thinking, which contribute
to social, economic, political and cultural development (Barnett 2007; Dall’Alba and
Barnacle 2007; Lovitts 2008). Regardless of such critiques, the skills push has gener-
ated considerable momentum. In the UK, a report commissioned by the Secretary of
State has recommended that the inclusion of ‘transferable skills training is embedded
as standard’ in the funding and design of all postgraduate research programmes
(Smith 2010, 6). In Australia, key stakeholders have called for all doctoral graduates
to be equipped with generic capabilities for future employment (Borthwick and
Wissler 2003; Council of Australian Deans and Directors of Graduate Studies 1999).
In Europe, delegates at the Bologna Seminar on the Doctorate agreed that:
Training in transferable, ‘generic’ skills and competences should become an integral part
of all doctoral programmes in order to meet challenges and needs of the global labour
market [and] to ensure wider employability of doctoral candidates in different sectors
of the economy and society. (Christensen 2005, n.p.)
Despite broad consensus that doctoral graduates should have high-level skills and
capacities, the DOC-CAREERS study by the European Universities Association
Union (Borrell-Damien 2009) found that business and industry stakeholders have
different views on what skills and capacities should be developed during the doctorate.
They were divided over whether graduates need broad competences to equip them for
later career challenges, targeted skills to create synergies between supply and demand
in key labour market areas, or flexible skills to enable business and industry to respond
quickly to changing local, national and global employment opportunities.
While critics have argued that such pressures have changed the epistemological and
ontological purpose of the doctorate by redefining it as a market commodity and
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doctoral graduates as highly skilled workers (e.g. Dall’Alba and Barnacle 2007; Usher
2002), recent policy directions have emphasised a concern for the broader outcomes of
doctoral study. A key objective of the UK Grad Programme, for example, is that doc-
toral programmes build students’ personal and professional capacities so that graduates
will ‘create innovation and growth and contribute to UK society, culture and economy’
(Hunt et al. 2010, 2). There is also a growing emphasis on the doctorate as a public good
that contributes to the civic well-being of wider society (Casey 2009). As the Council of
Graduate Schools (2008) noted:
Graduate school is where future professionals obtain the knowledge and skills needed to
solve big, complex problems. The benefits of graduate education extend beyond the econ-
omic realm; graduate education also plays a central role in producing an educated citi-
zenry that can promote and defend our democratic ideals [and contribute] to our
quality of life and the cultural and social fabric of society. (1)
In the contemporary environment, the effects and benefits (impact) of the doctorate
have become high-stakes games that universities cannot afford to ignore. Data about
doctoral programmes, enrolments and completion rates are publicly disseminated
through university websites and promotional materials; made publicly available as
part of university quality audit processes; reflected in national and international
league tables; and scrutinised by potential students, the media, employers and compet-
ing universities. Public perceptions of the quality of a university’s doctoral graduates
and programmes affect the reputation and prestige of a university. In a global higher
education market, doctoral programmes provide universities with leverage for securing
talented academics and students, and a foothold in the lucrative international student
market. In combination, these factors impact on the financial viability of a university
through its capacity to attract public and private funding.
One consequence of the rapid developments surrounding the doctorate has been a
groundswell of initiatives to improve the quality of doctoral education and doctoral
graduates. Typical are two major programmes initiated by the Carnegie Foundation
for the Advancement of Teaching: the ‘Carnegie Initiative on the Doctorate’ (CID),
a five-year action research project to develop best practice in the PhD in key disciplines;
and the Carnegie Project on the Education Doctorate (CPECD), a three-year collabor-
ation with the Council of Academic Deans in Research Education to reform and revi-
talise the Education Doctorate. Elsewhere in the world, the ‘performance imperative’ of
new public management has been a key driver of transformations in doctoral policy and
practice (Halse and Gearside 2005, 43). Described as an ‘epochal cultural change’ in
the management of higher education (Shore and Wright 2000, 57), new public manage-
ment has permeated all aspects of academic life. It is evident in the teaching and
research productivity demands that have infiltrated academic employment conditions
in places such as the USA, Australia, Canada, Hong Kong and Scandinavia; research
quality assessment exercises in the UK, Australia, New Zealand and elsewhere; and
the increased regulation and accountability requirements of quality assurance agencies
in countries such as South Africa, China, Korea, Mexico, India, Canada, Australia and
the UK.
Under new public management, enumeration has become a defining characteristic
of the doctorate. While not a new technology, the commitment to enumeration is appar-
ent in the investment of resources in: large-scale statistical databases to analyse and
report on student enrolment, progression, attrition and completion rates; institutional
and national surveys of student satisfaction and post-doctoral career paths; and tallies
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and tabulations of various institutional initiatives to improve doctoral outcomes.
Enumeration is used nationally and internationally to track trends across doctoral
students, programmes, graduates and countries. Illustrative are the Survey of Earned
Doctorates (SED) in the USA which investigates students’ educational histories,
funding sources and future plans (Borkowski 2006); the Postgraduate Research Experi-
ence Questionnaire (PREQ) in Australia, a national exit survey that asks graduates
about the quality of their postgraduate experiences (Ainley 2001); and the annual
Survey of Graduate Enrolment and Degrees by the Council of Graduate Schools in
the USA, which interrogates national patterns in admission applications, enrolment
and graduation. Surveys that deal more explicitly with the impact of the doctorate
include the UK Higher Education Statistics Agency’s (HESA) longitudinal survey of
the Destinations of Leavers of Higher Education (DLHE) and analyses, for example,
of graduates’ employment destinations (e.g. the UK Grad Programme 2004; Hunt
et al. 2010), as well as international comparative studies of the employment desti-
nations, labour market characteristics and economic impact of doctorate holders
(OECD 2007).
One consequence of an overly narrow interpretation of doctoral impact is that it can
obscure key areas of benefit and effect, including epistemological, ontological and
axiological impacts. Analyses of data sets and surveys provide valuable information,
but they also produce generalisations that can disguise important differences, for
example between different disciplines or doctoral programmes, or sidestep significant
areas of impact, such as the personal, social, economic and cultural effects of students’
experiences during doctoral study, or the impact of the doctoral process on other
individuals, universities or external organisations.
Different groups, however, bring different experiences, perspectives and priorities
to conversations about the impact, effects and contributions of the doctorate. For
governments and policy leaders, key concerns include the development of human
capital and the acquisition of skills through the research process, and the ways in
which research can enhance quality of life by improvements in the environment,
social cohesion and health (Research Councils UK 2007). In contrast, priorities for
business and industry include the commercial exploitation of doctoral research and
the knowledge and skills that doctoral graduates can bring to enhancing the financial
and operational development of businesses. On the other hand, students and graduates
often identify meaningful impacts as those that occur during the doctoral process and
involve the development of personal attributes such as resilience, creativity, determi-
nation and problem-solving abilities that shape the subjectivities and identities of
individuals and make a longer term contribution to the public and social good
(Kearns, Gardiner, and Marshall 2008; Lovitts 2005; Mowbray and Halse 2010).
Future directions
Commentators caution against adopting an overly narrow interpretation of impact (e.g.
Allen Consulting Group 2005; Research Councils UK 2007). Contributors to this
special issue attend to this necessary correction by examining different aspects of
doctoral impact, focusing on various stakeholder groups, ranging from students, super-
visors and universities to university–industry partnerships, and using different sorts of
empirical data, ranging from autoethnographic records to large-scale national survey
data. All articles interrogate empirical data and share two common objectives: to open
up new directions for thinking about the object of doctoral impact, and to encourage
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more sophisticated engagement with the concept of the effects and benefits of the doc-
torate. While all articles make use of data collected in Australia, they speak to matters of
global concern and priority that resonate in many nations. The aim of this collection is
not to present a comprehensive, definitive framework of doctoral impact, or to address
the complex question of how these impacts might be measured and tracked, but to inject
a broader, more nuanced view into theorising who and what might be the objects of study
when considering questions of doctoral impact.
In the opening article, Margot Pearson, Jim Cumming, Terry Evans, Peter Macauley
and Kevin Ryland throw open the question of the object of study. Through a finely
grained analysis of data from a national online survey of the characteristics and
activities of Australian PhD students, they challenge the reliability of the categories
of doctoral students used in analyses of large-scale government surveys of doctoral
students. They interrogate a number of these categories, such as type and mode of attend-
ance; life circumstances, including paid/unpaid employment, domestic and community
responsibilities; and career histories, expectations and post-doctoral goals. Their analy-
sis illustrates that the standard categories of doctoral students used in many large-scale
analyses imply a commonality across all doctoral students and a stability throughout
candidature that ‘masks the very diversity that is of significance’. Their argument also
provides a springboard for the articles that follow by highlighting the imperative for mul-
tidimensional, multilevel analyses that attend to the commonalities and particularities of
doctoral candidates, doctoral education and doctoral graduates.
In a sensitive personal account, Peter Bansel provides a reflexive analysis of the
impact of the doctorate during candidature. He examines the ways in which the
macro-level practices of neoliberalism, new public management and audit in the enter-
prise university permeated the micro-practices of his own doctoral candidature in ways
that shaped his ambivalence about ‘becoming academic’. In describing the competing
and contradictory demands, regulations and expectations he experienced during candi-
dature, Bansel argues that the value and impact of doctoral candidature lies in the
political, epistemological and ontological dimensions of producing, circulating and
embodying knowledge differently. He proposes that the normative metrics or measures
of a neo-liberal knowledge economy insulate the doctorate from these complex dimen-
sions by reducing it to an accumulation of skills, capacities or personal or national econ-
omic returns. At the same time, Bansel acknowledges that resisting the performative
audit culture of universities in favour of a broader, non-reductive notion of the
impact of doctoral education is contradictory because it locates individuals in an
ambivalent relationship to the performance culture by which academics are recognised
and recognisable as valued players in the academy.
Continuing the conceptual challenge of the object of impact, Christine Halse exam-
ines the impact of supervising doctoral students on the learning of doctoral supervisors
themselves. Drawing on an analysis of extended interviews with experienced doctoral
supervisors, Halse describes the sorts of contextual, personal and pedagogical knowl-
edge that is generated through the learning that supervisors engage in during the prac-
tice of doctoral supervision, and how this shapes supervisors’ organisation of their
work, pedagogical relationships with students, engagement with their discipline and
construction of an identity. Arguing that the practice of doctoral supervision can be
theorised as a continuous process of ‘becoming a supervisor’, Halse proposes that
conceptualising doctoral supervision as the formation of subjectivity and identity
offers a new entry point for establishing meaningful and productive professional devel-
opment programmes for doctoral supervisors.
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The article by Janne Malfroy addresses an area of intense international interest: doc-
toral research involving collaborative partnerships between university and industry, and
the challenging pedagogical, epistemological and institutional impacts of such partner-
ships for doctoral supervisors and students. While acknowledging the rewards and
benefits of university–industry research, the findings from Malfroy’s qualitative
study emphasise the idiosyncratic nature of this complex territory and the lack of
genuine, systematic development in cultural practices or understandings about the
nature of collaborative university–industry research. To address this problem,
Malfroy advocates a flexible yet clear framework for university–industry collaborations
that will build a genuine nexus between doctoral research, the academy and industry
agendas, and suggests the sorts of components such a framework might include.
Changes in government policy on the doctorate can have a significant impact on the
operation and pedagogical practices of universities. Margaret Kiley interrogates a par-
ticularly significant change in the Australian context by examining the professional
development programmes for doctoral supervisors that were introduced in Australia’s
leading research universities, known as the Group of Eight (Go8), in the wake of new
government requirements for universities to improve the progression and completion
rates of doctoral students by improving the quality of doctoral supervision. Kiley’s
analysis reveals that all universities responded by implementing formal training of
doctoral supervisors, although the content and extent of such training varies widely.
Despite such significant institutional impact, Kiley emphasises that a causal
relationship between supervisor training and improvements in the quality of doctoral
supervision or students’ progression and completion rates can be neither established
nor asserted, and points to the kind of research that would be necessary to establish
whether supervisor training produces the positive impact desired by government policy.
The final article in this special issue offers fresh insights into the impact of the
doctorate on graduates’ career pathways, on universities, and the development of a
knowledge society. Reporting an analysis of eight years of data from the national
Graduate Destination Survey (GDS) in Australia, Ruth Neumann and Kim Khim
Tan compare initial post-doctoral employment patterns at national and institutional
levels. Contrary to concerns about the employability of doctoral graduates, they illus-
trate that initial employment rates among graduates are high. However, only a minority
(25%) are employed in academe, and the majority are working in careers related to
knowledge policy. A closer analysis of initial employment trends in two research uni-
versities reveals significant differences between institutions and disciplines, particularly
in the sciences. Their analysis highlights that broad national trends in post-doctoral
employment do not reflect patterns within specific institutions or in the same disciplines
across institutions. They argue that university administrators need to interrogate the
strengths and goals of their doctoral programmes, particularly in relation to the employ-
ment pathways of graduates. Their analysis also provides a powerful rationale for more
nuanced thinking about the impact of the doctoral graduate on employment markets and
on the economic development of knowledge societies and nation states.
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